Premature Return of Peace Corps Volunteers

CAPTANE P. THOMSON, M.D., M.S. Hyg., and JOSEPH T. ENGLISH, M.D.

ONCERN for the individual volunteer,
even as his number increases, remains one
of the outstanding characteristics of the Peace
Corps. The extensive participation of the
mental health and public health professions in
the selection, training, and overseas psychologi-
cal support of the volunteer reflects this concern
and may have helped to keep the rate of perma-
ture return aslow as it is.

To describe the care with which volunteers
are finally chosen from the large pool of appli-
cants would require a paper in itself, and we
refer the interested reader to Hobbs (7). Suf-
fice it to say that applicants are carefully
screened and matched to the requirements of
their proposed project. They are then invited
to the training site for an intensive 8- to 12-week
course in which the trainees are tested, inter-
viewed, and observed in their performance and
interactions. A psychiatrist meets with them
in a series of five small informal, anticipatory
guidance sessions, and more formally whenever
indicated. They are evaluated medically to be
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certain they can meet the physical demands of
the project. Those who successfully complete
this arduous training phase become the Peace
Corps volunteers. [For a description of the
development of the program for preventive
psychiatry in the Peace Corps, see Leopold and
Duhl (2, 3) and Kramer and Frank (4). A
manual for psychiatric consultants including
suggestions for the anticipatory guidance ses-
sions was prepared by Caplan (5) and pub-
lished by the Peace Corps.]

During the 17-month period ending January
1963 covered in this report, the Peace Corps
placed 3,805 volunteers in 43 countries. Of this
number only 116 returned home from 28 coun-
tries. This represents 8 percent of the volun-
teersin the field at the end of that period. How-
ever, if we correct for the differences in time
abroad, the rate has been nearly constant at 54
returning volunteers per 1,000 man-years of
overseas service, or 54 percent per annum.
Adding all the volunteers overseas during each
month gives the total number of man-months,
which divided by 12 converts to the number of
man-years. Although some volunteers have
been abroad for the full 17 months, more than
half have been there only 5 months. The total
number of man-years of experience was 2,152.3
during this period. The number of volunteers
returning each month for all reasons has varied
from none to as many as one a day in January
1963. However, with some lag this number has
been roughly proportional to the total number
of volunteers sent overseas, with a slight rise
during the last 2 months (fig. 1).

The following observations may be made on
the basis of data accumulated after a careful

1065



Figure 1. Number of Peace Corps volunteers returning each month, all causes
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examination of all the records available and
from individual interviews of returning volun-
teers, nearly all of whom have been brought to
Washington, D.C., for this purpose.

Observations

Age and sex. Most returnees are in the age
group 21 to 25, the peak age group of all the
volunteers overseas (table 1). We find that the
total rate of return for women is slightly higher,

59 as compared with 51 per 1,000 man-years for
men. However, if we compare the number of
male returnees 25 years of age and under with
those over 25, we discover that the older men
are twice as apt to come home early. (This is
significant by chi-square at the 0.1 level.) The
women seem to come home more often after 30,
too, but here the numbers are too small to indi-
cate more than a trend.

Marital status. Thirteen percent of all Peace

Table 1. Age and sex distribution of Peace Corps volunteers returning from overseas
Males Females Total
Age (years)

Returns | Overseas | Percent | Returns | Overseas | Percent | Returns | Overseas | Percent
20 . 2 207 0. 96 1 111 0. 90 3 318 0. 94
21-25_ . 40 1, 600 2. 50 3 1, 009 3. 27 73 2, 609 2. 79
26-30. .. 15 375 4. 00 2 178 1. 12 17 553 3.07
31-40._____________ 9 113 7. 96 3 74 4. 05 12 187 6. 41
41-50______________ 2 32 6. 25 3 29 10. 34 5 61 819
51-60. . ___________ 2 8 25. 00 1 34 2. 94 3 42 7.14
61-70_ . _____ 0 8 0 3 25 12. 00 3 33 9. 09

71-80 oo .. 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 2 0
Total ... 70 2, 344 2. 98 46 1, 461 3. 14 116 3, 805 3.04
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Corps volunteers are married. One might ex-
pect married volunteers to be more stable over-
seas, but they come home as often as their single
counterparts. Thirteen of the 116 returnees
were married. The 13 included 6 married
couples and 1 who separated from his volunteer
wife overseas by mutual agrcement. Six of
these volunteers were forced to return because
of a medical problem or pregnancy in the
spouse.

Time overseas. There are points in the period
of time overseas when a volunteer is more apt to
return (fig. 2, table 2). The graph and table
suggest that premature return is more likely
after 4, 7, 12, and 15 of the 16 months under
observation, but the numbers are too small as
yet to make a significant difference. There are
qualitative differences, however, between those
who return early and those who return after
several months, which will be discussed later in
this paper.

Educational level. Possession of a college
degree is thus far an insignificant variable.
Seventy-four percent of all volunteers hold bac-
calaureate or advanced degrees, but so do 68
percent of all those who return prematurely.

Reasons for Return

The volunteers have been classified in one of
four categories, according to their reasons for
returning (table 3) : compassion, failure to ad-
just, medical reasons, and death of the volun-
teer.

Compassion. Twenty-one volunteers returned
because of family or personal problems beyond
their control and unrelated to their Peace Corps
responsibilities.

Failure to adjust. Since the other categories
seemed less predictable, we concentrated on the
71 labeled failures to adjust, first lumped to-
gether as a group and later divided by region.
Here we found that the group began to return

Figure 2. Return rate of Peace Corps volunteers, by number of months overseas
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early during the first and fourth months over-
seas. From our interviews it appeared that we
could divide the group further into four sub-
groups.

1. Motivation: Included under motivation
were 19 persons whose initial reason for going
overseas was to escape a threatening involve-
ment at home, to avoid responsibility, or to seek
personal gain. There were some who were
clearly not interested in staying once they had
arrived. Two examples follow:

A 20-year-old girl entered training on the insistence
of her fiance, who had just completed training. He

hoped to have her join the project, where they could
marry. "She reluctantly left her job and went into
training, where she became increasingly disenchanted
with him. She broke the engagement after arriving
in the country, and after 6 unhappy months she decided
to resign.

A 380-year-old man left his widowed mother and
fiancée of 3 years but found overseas that he would
prefer to marry the girl after all. He came home after
only 4 months abroad. It is notable that he had been
considered "“one of the strongest volunteérs” in
training.

2. Personal adjustment: The next group of
32 came home for a conglomerate of social and
adaptational reasons. Careful examination of

Table 2. Rate of return of Peace Corps volunteers, by months of exposure overseas, based on
number at risk during each period *

Adjustment and
Months at risk psychiatric returns Percent All returns Percent

D T LI 4-+(3, 805+ 83) 0.10 5-+(3, 805+ 116) 0.13
Lot 13+(3, 488+79) .36 14+ (3, 488+111) .39
2 e 10--(3, 4584 66) .28 16--(3, 458+97) . 45
. P I 8--(3, 160+ 56) .25 13-=-(3, 1604-81) . 40
S SR 15-+(2, 783+ 48) . 53 18-+-(2, 7834 68) . 63
B e e 6-+(1,4734+33) . 40 6-+(1,473+50) .39
NI 4-+(1,108427) .35 4-+(1,108+44) .35
7 e e e e e ccceecccmeees 5-:—21, 044+423) .47 9-+-(1, 044+ 40) . 83
8 e 2-+-( 880+18) .22 5+( 880-+31) . 55
Qe ceeo- 1—:-E 783+ 16) .13 3-+( 783+426) .37
10, o loo- 3+( 782+15) .38 4-+( 782+423) . 50
B U 3+~( 697+12) .42 3+§ 6974 19) .42
12 s 4+( 698+9) .57 7+—( 698+16) .98
18 e 1+( 61445) .16 1+—( 61449) .16
14 o o lllllC 2+ ( 431+4) .46 3+ ( 431-+8) .68
18 e 2+5 401+ 2) . 50 5+( 401+5) 1.23

16 el 0+( 245) 0 0-+( 245) 0

1 The return rate for each period at risk is based on the number overseas during each period of months. For
example, to find all those who might have come home after 4 months, we considered all volunteers overseas

through September 1962, 4 months before the end of the study.

All those volunteers who returned after 4 months

or more are added since they would not have been included in the September total but would have been at risk;

that is, 18-+-(2,783+4 68)=0.63 percent.

Table 3. Peace Corps volunteer returns, by reasons and number of

months overseas

Months
Reason
<1 |1|2|3}|4|5|6|7|8]|9]|10|11]12|13|14]15
Compassionate. - ...___.______ 1| 1| 3| 4 2 |cc_Jaao] 1] 1| 2 |ofeeo] 3o 1 2
Adjustment_________________ 2113| 8| 6|12} 5| 4| 5] 2| 1| 3 2 2 2
Motivation__._________.__ 2| 51 1 1 4] 2| 2o feao]eaod 2 oo |eaoolomaa|oaoa]eaaa
Personal adjustment_____|_____._ 6 5 1 2 3 2 4| 2|1 |.-..-] 1 1. 1
Job dissatisfaction_ ______|___._. 2 acol 2 8 |oaofoooo] 1 |eoo|em e e e e
Marriage_ .. . _______| _____ - 2 2 b 20 PN (RN, FRPRUNU (RSP N I | 2 1 1 1 ...
Medical . ___________ 21.---| & 3 4 ool 1 oooo)oaoo] ool 2 |occo]aaae 1
Psychiatrie______________ 2 e 2] 2 3| 1 |acoi|amoifem e m e ] 2 [eeen]ea oo
Peath__ oo JRURUI SRR (SR U SN SCIUH BN S 2N (RN PRI NN A ARV SR N
Totaloe ... 514|116 |13 |18} 6| 4| 9| 56| 3| 4| 3| 7| 1] 3| 5
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this group could result in further subclassifica-
tion, but the boundaries are somewhat artificial.
Six had problems with the host country na-
tionals. Five had some conflict with Peace
Corps authority, and two with fellow volun-
teers. Seventeen had individual failure in
adapting: nine were too rigid and inflexible,
three were too passive, three had a weakness for
alcohol, and two had trouble in their marriage.

Several times a returned volunteer would
-complain that he could not tolerate the other
volunteers who seemed less idealistic or zealous
than he. Thus he often effectively isolated him-
self from the potential support of his fellows
and became increasingly lonely and depressed.
Such a person is usually a rigid, driven, obses-
sional character, with little flexibility under
stress.

3. Job dissatisfaction: An interesting corol-
‘lary may be found in the nine who left primarily
because they were unhappy with the assign-
ment. Often they seemed to be well-meaning
people who had had considerable success in the
past in an area such as 4-H Club work. Two
such volunteers found a number of restrictions
in the range of their activities. Stifled initially,

‘they made a few desultory gestures in other

‘directions but soon gave up and resigned in ex-
asperation. They placed a high value on in-
dustriousness but had less patience or interest
in learning more about the people and how they
might build a more useful and contributing role
for themselves.

4. Marriage: The group who return or who
are separated overseas for marriage are those
who decide to marry overseas and whose new
commitment interferes with the demands of
Peace Corps service. For many, this may
represent a healthy resolution of a psychosocial
moratorium, but this group of 13 is included
under the adjustment category when marriage
precludes fulfillment of the original contract.

Medical reasons. This group includes both
organic illnesses and severe emotional disturb-
ances. For an account of general morbidity
among the volunteers, the reader is referred to
Spence and associates (6).

Eight volunteers returned for diverse physi-
cal illnesses or injuries. The illnesses were a
mild cerebrovascular accident, Hodgkin’s dis-
ease, peptic ulcer, intestinal polyp, transient
hematuria of undetermined etiology, and stress

Table 4. Breakdown of adjustment and psychiatric problems of returning Peace Corps volunteers

Marital status | College graduate
Reason Total |Average| Male | Female .
age

8 Single | Married | Number | Percent
Total overseas._ _ ____________ 3, 805 25 | 2,344 | 1,461 | 3,307 498 | 2,816 74
Motivation_ _ _ . _____________ 19 27 12 7 18 1 11 58
Personal adjustment_______________ 32 29 23 9 30 2 19 59
Job dissatisfaction_________________ 9 31 7 2 6 3 6 67
Marriage. . . 13 23 2 11 0 0 10 77
Psychiatrie__ .. ________ 12 26 6 6 12 0 9 75

Job relatedness Psychiatrically
Average | Average | Average interviewed
first selection | psychi-
assessment| rating? atric

Number | Percent rating! rating! | Number | Percent
Total overseas__ - - o foe oo e [N C) YOO (RN FUIIUpp) IR
Motivation_______________________ 15/19 79 3.9 4.6 3.3 6/19 32
Personal adjustment_ . _____________ 27/32 84 3.8 4.9 3.6 12/32 38
Job dissatisfaction_________________ 5/9 56 4.0 5.0 3.5 2/7 29
Marriage. - - oo 9/12 75 4.0 4.8 3.5 6/13 46
Psychiatrie _ ______________________ 11/12 92 3.4 4.7 3.0 3/12 25

1 Volunteers are rated: 1, unsatisfactory; 2, marginal; 3, good; 4, very good; 5, excellent.
2 Volunteers are rated: 1, unqualified; 2, marginal; 3, qualified but not suitable for project; 4, acceptable;

5, very good; 6, excellent.
3 Not examined.
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incontinence in an older woman. The two acci-
dents resulted from falls: one man received
multiple injuries and one older woman, a broken
arm.

Psychiatric considerations accounted for 12
of the 20 (60 percent) who returned for medical
reasons. Four of the 12 had transient situa-
tional reactions, including one reaction of the
acute schizo-affective type. All promptly
recovered after returning to the United States.
Six had serious depressions. One boy with
schizoid tendencies developed an acute anxiety
reaction, and one anxious young woman de-
veloped an incapacitating phobia.

Preventive psychiatry begins by training fu-
ture volunteers to discuss openly their reactions
to the pressures of the rigorous and demanding
program and their uncertainties about future
assignments. It must be remembered that those
finally sent overseas form a highly selected
group who have withstood the demands of an
intensive 8- to 12-week training period. The
adjustment problems that occur may be viewed
as situational reactions to stresses in the over-
seas situation which overextend the coping
mechanisms of certain people. Psychiatric
diagnoses, in turn, represent only one end of the
adjustment continuum (7-9).

Death. Two volunteers died in a plane crash
in Colombia, one died in an automobile accident
in Brazil, and one died of amebic hepatitis in
the Philippines.

Analysis

A closer examination of the adjustment and
psychiatric problems reveals that the poorly
motivated group, at 27 years of age, are close

to the mean Peace Corps age of 25 but are least
educated (table 4). Only 58 percent have
finished college compared with the Peace Corps
average of 74 percent college graduates. Those
with personal adjustment problems tend to be
older (29 years of age) and again less educated.
Those classed as dissatisfied with their jobs are
strikingly older (81 years of age) and show a
low correlation indeed (56 percent) between
previously demonstrated skills and their Peace
Corps assignments. Those who leave in order
to marry are usually young women, most of
whom have already finished college.

Those who returned for psychiatric reasons
at 26 years of age were near the mean age of
25, were equally split between men and women,
and all were single. They were well educated
and remarkably well suited for their assignment
on the basis of their previously demonstrated
skills (92 percent correlation). However, their
first assessment ratings, based largely on their
past work histories and references, were the
lowest of this group, as were the psychiatric
ratings when available. All were not inter-
viewed by a psychiatrist during training be-
cause they adapted well to that academic setting
and gave no indication of any potential
difficulties.

Regional Differences

The Peace Corps is not evenly distributed
around the world. The volunteers vary from
region to region in total number, length of time
they have been abroad, their average age, their
sex ratio, and the percentage who have com-
pleted college (table 5).

The rate of return from the four major geo-

Table 5. Total Peace Corps volunteers overseas, by region

Total Sex College
regional | Average graduates
Region Total man- age
years

Male | Female | Number| Percent
Afriea o ______ 1,242 689 25 802 440 | 1,103 89
Far Basto oo ____ 904 604 25 466 438 712 79
Latin Ameriea. ... ____________________. 1,214 619 26 758 456 703 58
Near East and South Asia________________ 445 240 26 318 127 298 67
Total. oo 3, 805 2, 152 25 2, 344 1, 461 2, 816 74
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graphic regions also differs markedly. Africa
and the Far East have close to the total rate of
54 per 1,000 man-years, but in Latin America
the rate is 50 percent higher (significant by
chi-square at the 0.01 level). This differential
is reflected to some extent in all four major
categories (table 6). If we focus for a mo-
ment on the adjustment, we see that the rate
in Latin America is especially high for the
poorly motivated and those who are dissatis-
fied with their assignments, but it is also higher
for those who have difficulties in personal
adjustment.

The increased rate of return from Latin
America led us to examine the adjustment fail-
ures there in more detail (table 7). In addi-
tion to the larger number returning, we noted
that the returnees are older (29 years of age)
than the average volunteer (25 years of age)
and older than those adjustment returnees from

other regions. Despite their age they have less
formal education; only 59 percent have gradu-
ated from college. This is generally true for all
Latin American volunteers. If one compares
their previously learned or demonstrated skills
to their present assignments, only three of four
correlate as compared with correlation in the
Far East at 95 percent or in Africa at 82 percent.

Discussion

Examination of the returnees from Latin
America reveals an older, less educated volun-
teer, with a job less often related to his previous
skills. This matches to some degree the actual
demands in South America, where many Peace
Corps volunteers are assigned to work in rural
or urban community development, the most dif-
ficult, perhaps, of all the areas of Peace Corps
assignments because precedent or formal struc-

Table 6. Type, number, and rate of Peace Corps volunteer returns, by region, September 1961~

January 1963
Africa Far East Latin America Near East,
N=28 N=29 N=53 South Asia
R=411 R=481 R=851 N=6
Reason Total R=251
Male| Fe- | Rate | Male| Fe- | Rate | Male| Fe- | Rate | Male| Fe- | Rate
male male male male

Compassionate..___._.________._ 21 4 4 1 2 3 8 7 0 11 0 1 4
Adjustment_ . ________________ 71 11 7 26 6 10 27 22 11 53 3 1 17
Motivation. ... _______|_____ 3 0 4 1 1 3 7 5| 19 1 1 8
Personal adjustments. ... _.___|_____ 6 3 13 4 4| 13 10 2| 19 2 0 8
Job dissatisfaction____________|_____ 2 0 3 1 1 3 4 1 8 0 0 0
Marriage. ... ____________ 0 4 6 0 4 7 1 3 6 0 0 0
Medical . ... ________ 1 1 3 4 3 12 5 5 16 1 0 4
Psychiatric 0 1 1 3 2 8 3 3 10 0 0 4
Death_ .. ________ 0 0 0 1 0 2 3 0 5 0 0 0
Total . . ____. 116 16 12 | 13 16 |- 37 16 |- -_ 4 2 |eeoos

1 Return rate per 1,000 man-years.

Table 7. Examination of adjustment reasons for returning Peace Corps volunteers, by region

Rate Sex College Job matches
per | Average graduates previous skills
Region Total | 1,000 age
man-
years Male | Female | Number| Percent | Number| Percent
Afriea. ... 17 41 27 11 6 12 71 14 82
FarEast_ . ______________.____ 21 48 22 9 12 17 81 20 95
Latin America__ ... ________.___ 39 85 29 25 14 23 59 29 74
Near East and South Asia____._ 4 25 28 3 1 2 50 3 75
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ture are lacking. (Volunteers who resign may
have to pay their own fare home. This would,
of course, make it much easier to leave from
Latin America. Proximity alone would seem
an attractive but unlikely reason for this differ-
ence in rates.)

Our experience interviewing returned volun-
teers suggests that there are two general per-
sonality types who have little success in the
area of community development: the overly
passive and the rigid and inflexible.

The passive person, often one who can suc-
ceed admirably in a structured setting, may find
himself lost in a community development proj-
ect. He simply may not have the capacity to
be assertive enough to approach people, talk
with them, and learn their needs in order to
help initiate new projects such as the building of
aqueducts or schools. However, such a person
might succeed admirably in teaching school,
where the students come to him. Some have
even stated as much, saying they would have
preferred a teaching assignment.

The rigid, uncompromising person may not
be able to adapt to a culture with a different
value system. For example, as a matter of
courtesy in parts of Latin America, it may be
important to agree to a meeting to avoid being
offensive, without any real intention of arriving
at the appointed time. The unbending charac-
ter, familiar and often successful in his own
country, may be most unhappy and ineffectual
if he cannot learn to tolerate the frustrations
that accompany a more leisurely way of life.

In a paper such as this concentrating on
the individual returning volunteer, the more
general considerations of policy, programing,
training, selection, field support, and host-coun-
try acceptance are not and cannot be directly
scrutinized, although all obviously play a pro-
found part in the preparation and maintenance
of the Peace Corps volunteer at his post.

If 116 persons have returned from only 28
of the 43 countries, why the disparity? Why
are some of the earliest projects still without
dropouts? The relatively unstructured com-
munity development projects seem to be a more
frequent source of returns, but the assignment
alone cannot be the whole answer.

Some Peace Corps representatives and physi-
cians are extraordinarily supportive and pa-
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tient with adjustment problems. Others may
prefer to keep only the volunteers who appear
to be the sturdiest by their quiet acceptance of
any difficulties they might encounter or by their
obvious capacity to cope. Each leader meas-
ures success in his own way in accordance with
the strong Peace Corps emphasis on local auton-
omy. There is no doubt, however, that differ-
ent approaches to returning marginal volun-
teers (those performing at borderline of accept-
ance) significantly affect the figures we present.

Aside from the kind of personality that may
be effective in doing the Peace Corps job over-
seas, another important consideration is what
kinds of intervention by overseas staff may be
effective in reducing the number of volunteers
returning prematurely. Studies of the adjust-
ment of Peace Corps volunteers in Colombia
indicate that the first few weeks after arrival
in the host country are punctuated by high
levels of anxiety. This is the first of two peri-
ods of psychological stress described by nearly
all the volunteers interviewed. The second
period occurred between 3 and 5 months and
was marked by symptoms of depression. This
is understandable, since it is the time when all
the difficulties of field adjustment press in on
the volunteer and when he first realizes that
his early unrealistic expectations of rapid re-
sults are not going to materialize.

The customary incountry training, usually
of several weeks’ duration, is described by vol-
unteers as heightening their symptoms of anx-
iety during the first month after arrival in the
host country. It is their recommendation that
this period of incountry training be shortened.
They explain that they have already been
through 8 to 12 weeks of U.S. training just
before arriving in the field. In some instances
this has been supplemented by further train-
ing at an outward-bound camp. On arrival
they are anxious to get to their site. The fur-
ther delay of incountry training only increases
their impatience and anxiety. They prefer a
brief incountry orientation of just a few days.
Then after about 8 months of actual fieldwork,
volunteers prefer to regroup for a regional meet-
ing with the staff concerned.

It is our recommendation that intervention
of the staff through a conference at this time
would permit the volunteers to exchange with
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each other the initial problems of their work-
site and gain support from each other and from
the staff. This also facilitates staff contact
with them in an economical way. It supple-
ments individual site visits by the staff, which
are becoming more and more difficult early in
the life of the project as the programs grow
larger. It would appear that the first few
months may be the critical ones. If the proper
kind of relationship develops between the staff
and the volunteer during this period, its good
effects will be felt for the duration of the proj-
ect. The intervention of the staff by such a
regional conference during the critical 3- to
5-month period would appear to be an excellent
way to achieve this goal.

Finally, it is important to remember that
the relatively low rate of returning volunteers
gives the Peace Corps an enviable record. Al-
though the experience we are gaining may help
us to reduce this premature return rate some-
what, ever-increasing standards of perform-
ance in the field will always necessitate the re-
turn of some volunteers. This is as it should be.
Every volunteer knows that he must revolun-
teer every day and that his evaluation is not
complete until his 2-year tour ends.

Summary

Analysis of the reasons for the premature
return of 116 Peace Corps volunteers from a
total of 3,805 during the first 17 months of
experience overseas reveals a few general facts.
The overall rate of return is only 54 per 1,000
man-years or 5.4 percent per annum. Men over
25 are a significantly higher risk group, twice
as apt to return as their younger comrades.
The return rate from Latin America is 50 per-
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cent greater than the mean return for the Peace
Corps. Closer examination of the volunteers
who return because of adjustment problems re-
veals a group who are older and more often
assigned to work at unfamiliar tasks.

Shortened incountry training and regional
conferences of volunteers, to be held between
3 and 5 months after arrival in the host country,
are recommended. The first few months over-
seas are the critical period for the development
of a supportive relationship between overseas
staff and the volunteer.
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